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Introduction
The relentless development of a city “kills” its past, and “buries” its dark side; yet its past can 
never be entirely “exorcised.” There are many ghost tours/walks in modern cities leading contemporary 
citizens to approach their repressed histories.1 Such ghost tours/walks have not yet appeared in Hong 
Kong. If there were one in Hong Kong, it should take heed of Abbas’ advice, “using disappearance 
to deal with disappearance.”2 The cultural tour guide leading us through the repressed past could 
only be the specter (a disappeared figure) who is the sole witness to the “disappeared” past.3 We 
might consider Fleur 如花 (Yu Fa), the prostitute in Stanley Kwan’s film, Rouge 胭脂扣 (1988) as 
one such figure.4 We can read the film as the tragic love story between Fleur, who narrates the story, 
and Twelfth Master 十二少 (Sap Yi Siu). They loved each other, but his family did not allow them to 
marry. In 1934 Fleur appears in the Flower House 倚紅樓, a brothel in the Western District (one 
of the oldest districts in Hong Kong) and begs him to die with her so that their love might continue 
in the afterlife. She finds herself waiting in the underworld for fifty years in vain but returns to 
the world in 1984 to ask Yuen Wing Ding (袁永定) (who works for a newspaper as an assistant 
advertising officer) to post a missing persons advertisement for Twelfth Master. In the advertisement, 
she tells him that she will meet him at the Flower House on the 8th of March and gives the time of 
11pm, the hour in which they committed suicide. Sadly, the Flower House has been demolished, 
leaving no trace behind. While she needs him to guide her to the contemporary site of the brothel, 
he (a modern figure) needs her (the disappeared) to guide him to the disappeared place in order to 
help her locate her lost love. Their Western Districts are different. Fleur cannot connect the present 
Western District with what she has been familiar with; in the process of looking for Twelfth Master, 
Yuen has lost the site of the brothel, and has thereby become disconnected from the past. The times 
and persons of the story are “out of joint,” if we follow Derrida’s discussion of Hamlet. 5
This paper discusses how Fleur’s association to some of the worldwide ghost tours insinuates 
the haunting quality of the past, time, and the cityscape; in other words, it discusses how the tragic 
love story between Fleur and Twelfth Master can also be allegorically read as a tragic cultural story 
1 To name a few: Providence Ghost Tour (http://www.providenceghosttour.com/about-us/), London 
Ghost Walk (http://www.london-ghost-walk.co.uk/), Paris Ghost Tour (http://www.myseriesofparis.
com/parisghosttour/), and New York Ghost Walking Tour (http://ghostsofny.com/).
2 Ackbar Abbas, Hong Kong: Culture and the Politics of Disappearance (Hong Kong: The University of Hong 
Kong Press, 1997), 8.
3 To Abbas, “if reverse hallucination is the problem, then Stanley Kwan will use the figure of a ghost in his film 
Rouge to reverse these reversals.” See Abbas, Hong Kong, 8. For his discussion of Rouge, see Abbas, Hong Kong, 
39-44.
4 The film script is written by Dai An Ping 戴安平 and Lee Bik Wah 李碧華, produced by Jackie Chan, and 
presented by Golden Harvest Company.
5 See Derrida’s discussion of Hamlet in “The Time is out of Joint,” in D. Wood ed., Deconstruction is/in America: 
A New Sense of the Political (New York: New York University Press, 1995), 14-38.
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of Hong Kong. This discussion allegorically reads Fleur, Twelfth Master and Yuen as figures hauled 
by modernity.6
1. Ghost Tour in a Ghostly City
At the end of the film, Fleur finds the aged Twelfth Master who has been living like a zombie. 
She, who died in order to live, realizes that he has betrayed and deserted her in order to survive. 
Fleur, in 1984, realizes that she has presumed upon the endurance of the brothel; she had hoped too 
that her lover would remain as young as her, and his love unchanged. She had hoped that everything 
could be frozen fifty years. She had been burdened with ghostly memory, and, therefore, refused to 
drink the “five-flavored tea of forgetfulness” (孟婆湯) whose function was to erase her memory of 
the past life for future reincarnation. Fleur, these fifty years, has been in mourning, mourning for the 
loss of her lover in the underworld. Yet if mourning is traditionally the possession of the living, how 
do we understand the significance of ghostly mourning? Fleur’s fate suggests that the past is destined 
to be victim to the relentless processes of modernity; the past has no right to linger; she has been 
hastily disposed  so that modern Hong Kong can continue to progress at full speed.
When Fleur makes her first return to the world in 1984, we are informed that she cannot 
match the speed of a moving tram.7 Even the tram, the slowest vehicle of 1980s Hong Kong, flies 
by her. Indeed modern experience passes in front of her like a spectacle; and almost no one, except 
Yuen and Ling Chor Kuen 凌楚娟 , his girlfriend, seems to acknowledge her existence. She appears as 
a nostalgic, abandoned, solitary wanderer with no ability or desire to follow the modern pace, and 
equally without haunting power. I will read Fleur as a figure symbolizing the past, which gradually 
withers and is buried under the asphalt. 
Fleur calls for Yuen’s help, and I would conjecture that the audience might be reminded, if 
6 “Allegorical thinking is the response to the phantasmagoric (etymology: phantasm + allegoric) changes of a 
modern city. Benjamin is helpful at this point. He says, “[A]n appreciation of the transience of things, and 
the concern to rescue them for eternity, is one of the strongest impulses in allegory.” See Walter Benjamin, 
The Origin of German Tragic Drama, trans. John Osborne (London and New York: Verso, 1996), 223. Any 
attempt to stabilize meaning and to achieve a homogenous understanding is doomed to failure in the age of 
modernity. Modernity promotes allegorical thinking. Allegory is an opaque concept. In the OED, allegory 
literally means “speaking otherwise than one seems to speak.” Saying one thing and meaning the other, it 
“destroys the normal expectation we have about language, that our words ‘mean what they say’.” See Angus 
Fletcher, Allegory: The Theory of a Symbolic Mode (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1964), 2. 
What is more, “Modernity challenges the limits of reading of [modernity]. This is the fascination of […] 
cityscape.” See Ian Fong, “(Re‐)Reading Shanghai’s Futures in Ruins: Through the Legend of an (Extra‐)
Ordinary Woman,” in The Song of Everlasting Sorrow: A Novel of Shanghai,” Culture Unbound 4 (2012), 232.
7 Lee Bik Wah, Yin Ji Kau 胭脂扣 [Rouge] (Taipei 台北: Crown 皇冠, 1989), 16. Subsequent references to this 
novel will be given parenthetically in the main text. All the English translations are mine. The film is adapted 
from Rouge written by Lee in 1985.
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they’ve seen it, of a symbolic photograph in W.G. Sebald’s novel, Austerlitz.8 This photograph, of the 
young Jacques Austerlitz, is one that he — grown old now — regularly studied but dared not touch 
(183). And when he would examine every detail under a magnifying glass, we are told, he would 
always feel “the piercing, inquiring gaze of the page boy who had come to demand his dues, who 
was waiting in the gray light of dawn on the empty field for me to accept the challenge and avert 
the misfortune lying ahead of him.” (184) The viewer is called upon for an ethical response from the 
person frozen in the picture: he “[implores] us to rescue them from the banal amnesia of existence.”9 
Yuen first encounters Fleur in the newspaper office — she stands in front of him without 
his awareness and when he tries to look for her, she disappears. Her appearance in the film, in fact, 
says something broader about modernity: what has disappeared/has been disappearing happens 
beyond modern consciousness. Borrowing from Benjamin on experience, I want to suggest that 
Fleur nonetheless gives “the weight of an experience” (Erfahrung)10 to Yuen. Benjamin writes: “The 
greater the share of the shock factor in particular impressions, the more constantly consciousness has 
to be alert as a screen against stimuli; the more efficiently it is so, the less do these impressions enter 
experience (Erfahrung), tending to remain in the sphere of a certain hour in one’s life (Erlebnis).”11 
I am going to discuss this concept in conjunction with a scene where Yuen walks with Fleur in the 
Western District. 
This walking experience can be loosely seen as Debord’s sense of dérive (literally: “drifting”): 
he drops his work and suspends all of his usual activities, letting himself be drawn instead by the 
attractions of the terrain and the diversions both he and Fleur find there.12 The Western District, 
then, has “psychogeographical contours”13 which come to impact upon Yuen. The specific effects 
of the geographical environment (whether consciously organized or not) on Yuen’s behavior and 
emotions can be read as the result of his engagement with his (five) senses during walking; for 
instance, through touching, traces are left on the contacted surface like “the handprints of the 
potter cling to the clay vessel.”14 The traces left are those of the past; they constitute memory, and 
8 See W.G. Sebald, Austerlitz, trans. Anthea Bell (New York: Random House, 2001), 183.
9 James Wood, “Sent East,” London Review of Books 33.19 (October 2011): 15-8, accessed  August 18, 2014, 
http://www.lrb.co.uk/v33/n19/james-wood/sent-east. 
10 Walter Benjamin, Charles Baudelaire: A Lyric Poet in the Era of High Capitalism, trans. Harry Zohn (London 
and New York: Verso, 1999), 154.
11 Ibid., 117.
12 This is based upon Guy Debord, “Theory of the Dérive,” trans. Ken Knabb, Les Lèvres Nues 9 (November 
1956), reprinted in Internationale Situationniste 2 (December 1958), accessed August 15, 2014, http://www.
cddc.vt.edu/sionline/si/theory.html.  
13 This is a term used by Debord in “Theory of the Dérive.” Psychogeography is “the study of the specific effects 
of the geographical environment (whether consciously organized or not) on the emotions and behavior of 
individuals.” See Guy Debord, “Definitions,” trans. Ken Knabb, Internationale Situationniste 1 (June 1958), 
accessed August 15, 2014, http://www.cddc.vt.edu/sionline/si/definitions.html. 
14 Walter Benjamin, Illuminations, ed. Hannah Arendt, trans. Harry Zohn (London: Fontana, 1992), 91.
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add anthropological weight to their journey through the city. Both parties construct their own 
personal map as they walk through the Western District (a touching/moving experience in both 
a physical and psychological sense). An awareness of the five senses enables the walker to have a 
unique attachment to the space in which they move.15 A city “does not tell its past, but contains it 
like the line of a hand, written in the corners of the street.”16 Walking, then, becomes the activity of 
unfolding the city’s history and the walker’s (perhaps forgotten) biography. (Walking can therefore 
be read in a broader sense where recollecting is a kind of movement through a space thick with 
spectral presences; the city becomes a labyrinth of memory). The process of unfolding a city through 
walking, suggests Benjamin, is like the “rhythmical bliss of unwinding [Ariadne’s] thread.”17 As he 
walks with Fleur, Yuen begins to mourn the loss of her love and devotion instead of being “under 
hashish,” as Benjamin might put it. Rouge could have been much more interesting if there had been 
a scene in which Yuen retraces the steps left by Fleur and Twelfth Master. Such a walking experience 
may conjure a memory of their love and allow him to recall his past with Chor.18 I will return to this 
point in the coming section.
Fleur needs Twelfth Master, and Yuen Fleur’s kind of love. He is a lonely lover. His description 
of Chor at the beginning of the novel shows that she is yet more “ghostly” than Fleur. (8) He laments 
to Fleur, “My girlfriend! She always worries me. Sometimes she is good to me; sometimes bad to 
me.” (122) Yuen’s colleague comments about her: “She is like a loach, how can you catch her?” (6) 
Chor is too adapted to modern speed. Such adaptation may place her in a position similar to Milan 
Kundera’s motorcyclist, who “is caught in a fragment of time cut off from both the past and the 
future; he is wrenched from the continuity of time; he is outside time; in other words, he is in a state 
of ecstasy; in that state he is unaware of his age, […] his worries, and so he has no fear; because the 
source of fear is in the future, and a person freed of the future has nothing to fear.”19 
Modern time, in Milan Kundera’s sense, is ecstatic. (Kundera visualizes modern mentality 
through the image of a motorcyclist.) In the state of ecstasy, Chor is “cut off from both the past 
and the future”. Such a scission in time constitutes Yuen’s loneliness. It connects him with Fleur; 
however, Fleur cannot share this because this feeling belongs to the modern condition of loneliness. 
15 On the subject of walking, see Ian Fong, “(Re‐)Reading Shanghai’s Futures in Ruins,” 234-6.
16 Italo Calvino, Invisible Cities, trans. William Weaver (London: Vintage, 1997).
17 Walter Benjamin, “Hashish in Marseilles,” Reflections, ed. Peter Demetz, trans. Edmund Jephcott (New York: 
Schocken Books, 1986), 142.
18 We might recall here the film, Adrift in Tokyo (2007), directed by Satoshi Miki. It is adapted from the novel 
with the same title written by Fujita Yoshinaga in 1999. This story can also be read as a story about walking. 
It begins with a scene in which a debt collector, Aiichiro Fukuhara, demands a debtor, Fumiya Takemura, 
to accompany him on a walk to the police station to give himself up in order to re-experience the kind of 
idle walking he did with his wife in the past. If Takemura agrees, the debt can be paid off. In the process of 
walking, they step on the past traces left in Tokyo; their respective past is conjured up; they begin to re-read 
their past lives and their relationship begins to change. 
19 Emphasis mine. Milan Kundera, Slowness, trans. Linda Asher (New York: Harper Perennial, 1997), 1-2.
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Chor’s fleeting love towards him not only constitutes his loneliness, but also stunts his feeling. This is 
best described by Pessoa/Soares: “Even feeling is impossible if one feels today what one felt yesterday, 
for that is not to feel, it is only to remember today what one felt yesterday, to be the living corpse 
of yesterday’s lost life.”20
A consideration of this Pessoa/Soares fragment allows us to better understand Chor’s love, 
that each day Yuen can just manage to remember what he felt the day before; his connection to the 
past is provisional, dislocated and becomes, therefore, “spectral.” 
In the novel Yuen narrates to his imaginary readers not only Fleur’s story, but also his own 
modern subjectivity.21 His narration of the latter says much about the individual living against the 
background of the modern city. He, like Pessoa’s spectral author Bernardo Soares, speaks “from a 
perspective that is ‘anonymous,’ ‘watchful,’ the experience of merely a ‘spectator’ who has no role in 
the making of this world and who compares himself to a ‘fly’.”22 
From this narrative fragment, it can be inferred that his way of life agrees with Pessoa’s notion 
that “[t]o live, then, is to be other.”23 Yuen is compelled, according to Marx and Engels, ‘to face 
with sober senses, his real conditions of life, and his relations with his kind.’24 The process of getting 
accustomed to modern life and time is presented as a “homogeneous and empty” pursuit.25 Yuen’s 
way of life (as a modern subject) is economically and technologically advanced, but anthropologically 
and culturally empty. City life, in this sense, creates a hole; and Chor’s love cannot fill up this hole. 
Yuen, in his modern condition, can only be a lone subject, and is a “living corpse of yesterday’s lost 
life” (when compared with Twelfth Master, perhaps, to a lesser degree).
If one cannot feel today, how, then, can one have felt yesterday? What exactly of past feelings 
can be remembered today? Modern subjects may be deceived by their voluntary memory, in their 
20 Fernando Pessoa, The Book of Disquiet, ed. Maria José de Lancastre, trans. Margaret Jull Costa (London: 
Serpent’s Tail, 1991), 48. Pessoa attributed the authorship of the book to Bernardo Soares, an imaginary/
spectral author. See “Translator’s Note,” v. Pessoa/Soares shows the essence of modernity: identity can be 
performed and changed any time.
21 While the focus of the film is on Fleur (who drives its narration), the novel’s focus is on Yuen (who is the 
narrator of the story). The former centres more around Fleur’s love toward Twelfth Master; the latter on Yuen’s 
fascination with Fleur. Yuen in the film is the spectator of Fleur’s love story; in the novel he also serves as 
the spectator of his own love story. Yuen, as a supporting character in the film, is more like a spectator than 
Yuen in the novel. The film, as a product of modernity, is more responsive to the effects brought about by 
modernity. 
22 This is Harootunian’s reading of Pessoa’s The Book of Disquiet. See  Harry Harootunian, History’s Disquiet: 
Modernity, Cultural Practice, and the Question of Everyday Life (New York: Columbia University Press, 2000), 2. 
23 Pessoa, The Book of Disquiet, 48.
24 Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The Communist Manifesto (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1986), 83.
25 Benjamin writes instead that “History is the subject of a structure whose site is not homogeneous, empty time, 
but time filled by the presence of the now [Jetztzeit].” See Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” 
Illuminations, 252-3. Harry Harootunian discusses this in History’s Disquiet, 3.
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romanticizing of the past and reviling of the present. I therefore suspect that Fleur, a ghost who is 
forever young, and frozen in the past, is idealized by Yuen. He is intoxicated by her sensuous touch 
when his arm has been injured. (105-6; 111) After Fleur treats his injury he continues to think of 
her tenderness and is visited at night by a wet dream. (111) Fleur’s tragedy, then, has for Yuen a 
cathartic function. Her tragic story may be exploited by Yuen to fulfill his need for a reciprocal love 
relationship, or even sex. Fleur becomes Yuen’s “prostitute” (I am adopting “prostitution” here in a 
metaphorical sense) and is bound by this role even in the afterlife. He persuades her to stay longer 
in order to meet Twelfth Master, though the delay causes her to suffer. In order to see her lover, she 
has already shortened her next life in exchange for seven days in the world, asserting that if she stays 
any longer, her next life will simply be a repetition of the previous one. (178) This marks a suicidal 
impulse in the ghost. Yuen shares Fleur’s loneliness and Fleur serves as a distraction from his boring 
modern life. He is mourning for her love and his ego is enlarged upon completion of “the work of 
mourning,” if we follow Freud. Fleur is exploited to arouse Chor’s jealousy; as a result, Yuen thinks 
that she can be tamed. (116-8) Yuen’s mourning implicates both Fleur and Chor. Fleur plays only 
a minor role in his life. What would happen if Fleur left? Everything, possibly, would return to 
“normal.” The work of mourning is a necessary process for Yuen to secure him a place in the future. 
Or, we can read this mourning in a deconstructive sense where what he seeks for is “an impossible 
mourning” which — allowing Fleur her alterity — refuses to take (or is incapable of taking) Fleur 
within Yuen himself.26 Through Fleur’s narration, he comes to discover that she attempted to kill 
Twelfth Master when she realised that he did not die for their love. This is the Fleur whom Yuen is 
unable to mourn/incorporate; and this Fleur may serve as a mirror reflecting his “cruelty” towards 
Fleur.
  
2. Everlasting Love vs. Erotics of Transience
This section discusses how the unsolicited visit of Fleur is symptomatic of the repressed 
heterogeneity of the past behind the fleeting transience of modernity, and hence the call for spectral 
memory. From being haunted by Fleur (the past) to his nostalgia over the disappearance of everlasting 
love, Yuen’s frustrating experience dissuades him from appreciating the aesthetics of modernity. 
26 On the subject of (an impossible) mourning, Derrida asks, “Is the most distressing, or even the most deadly 
infidelity that of a possible mourning which would interiorize within us the image, idol, or ideal of the other 
who is dead and lives only in us? Or is it that of the impossible mourning, which, leaving the other his alterity, 
respecting thus his infinite remove, either refuses to take or is incapable of taking the other within oneself, as 
in the tomb or the vault of some narcissism?” See Jacques Derrida, Memoires for Paul de Man, trans. Cecile 
Lindsay, et al. (New York: Columbia University Press, 1989), 6. In his essay concerning the death of Barthes, 
Derrida writes, “[Roland Barthes] is within us but it is not ours.” See Jacques Derrida, The Work of Mourning, 
ed. Pascale-Anne Brault and Michael Naas (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 2001), 
44. “Barthes” becomes “the concept of the other in the same, […] the completely other, dead, living in me.” 
(41-2)
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Yuen encounters Fleur again on a tram; he brings her to his home, and promises to guide 
her to the disappeared Flower House. Here we might pause to consider some of the symbolic 
implications of their chosen mode of transport. When a tram moves slowly, the mind wanders and 
loiters through the street — in such a state the repressed past will be more easily conjured up. Though 
the past is buried by modernity, it, like Fleur, is omnipresent, as Chor observes. (116) The past is 
dredged up from the unconscious, as Fleur herself suggests when she asserts: “I came from below.” 
Time is not homogeneous and empty; a city, to follow Harootunian, “especially [offers] the occasion 
for contemplating and recounting in its myriad signs ‘forgotten yet unforgettable meanings,’ waiting 
there like mute allegories to be ‘reawakened.’”27 Yuen has an urge to move forward on the tram 
leaving Fleur behind but it “imprisons” him, and she is always standing behind him. Reading this 
scene in an allegorical way, the past has been consciously forgotten, but remains unforgettable in 
the unconscious sense. The heterogeneous past will be conjured up like Fleur’s haunting of Yuen at 
the beginning of the film and Twelfth Master near its end. After Fleur’s unsolicited visit, it can be 
expected that Twelfth Master will die of a stroke, as Yuen predicts near the novel’s end.
Fleur’s appearance and her language on the tram should have been familiar to Yuen but in 
his search for (modern) progress they have been forgotten. Fleur haunts him because her semblance 
and traits are neither strange nor familiar to him.28 Moving from our discussion of lost language to 
the loss of everlasting love, Fleur conjures for him his forgotten commitment to love. His work of 
mourning is incomplete, and so is Fleur’s. During mourning, Yuen’s and Fleur’s times are “out of 
joint,” off their hinges.29 The distinction between the past and the present is blurred — the past “is/
in” the present.30 Yuen’s time is haunted by “its” otherness. Standing in the present, he is haunted by 
Fleur’s time; while being in love with Chor, he is haunted by Fleur’s everlasting love.
27 Harootunian, History’s Disquiet, 21. Michel de Certeau similarly writes: “There are no place that is not 
haunted by many different spirits hidden there in silence, spirits one can “invoke” or not. Haunted places are 
the only ones people can live in — and this inverts the schema of the Panopticon. […] Places are fragmentary 
and inward-turning histories, pasts that others are not allowed to read, accumulated times that can be 
unfolded but like stories held in reserve, remaining in an enigmatic state, symbolizations encysted in the pain 
or pleasure of the body. “I feel good here”: the well-being under-expressed in the language it appears in like 
a fleeting glimmer is a spatial practice.” See Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, trans. Steven 
Rendall (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988), 108.
28 On this, see Sigmund Freud, “The ‘Uncanny’,” Art and Literature, ed. and trans. James Strachey (London: 
Penguin, 1990), 335-76.
29 For Derrida, “[t]o be hors de ses gonds, off one’s hinges, may be translated by ‘out of joint.’” See Derrida, 
“The Time is out of the Joint,” 15. “Hamlet’s time is disjointed because he cannot stop mourning.” See Fay 
Chen and Chung-Hsiung Lai, “‘The Time is Out of Joint’: A Derridean Reading of Virginia Woolf ’s Mrs. 
Dalloway,” EurAmerica 37.2 (June 2007): 235.
30 Derrida reads Hamlet’s “the time is out of joint” together with “Deconstruction is/in America.” Derrida 
writes, “If, then, Deconstruction is in America, that means also, in the second place, that it is not America. If 
D is in A, it is not A; if D is A, it is not in, etc. The slash indeed inscribes or incises a disjunction in the copula 
‘is,’ in the coupling of the present that interests me here. How can the is itself be disjoined from itself, out of 
joint?” See Derrida, “The Time is out of the Joint,” 29. 
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What Yuen loves is Fleur’s love, not Fleur herself. (145) Fleur is more interesting to Yuen than 
Chor because she is a figure who always remains young and loyal to her lover even into the afterlife. 
She is, in all senses, predictable. The training of a prostitute in Fleur’s time is like the training of a 
lady in accordance with the standards of her time. (70; 105; 106) It seems somehow ironic that Fleur 
is more loyal to her love than a modern woman (15-6; 163). Yuen accompanies her to the site where 
the Flower House was formerly situated. In its place, much to Fleur’s amusement, is a kindergarten. 
When Yuen learns from Fleur, here, to appreciate the beauty of everlasting love, it becomes an 
allegorical joke of sorts: the love of the modern subject is fostered at the site of former brothel, which 
has since been converted into a kindergarten. In this location Fleur tells Yuen that Twelfth Master 
gave her a rouge case as a token of his love. (132) She has kept this for case close the fifty years since 
their parting. She repeats, “Never apart even though we die.” (132) Yuen wants to do something 
similarly romantic for Chor — though it has never entered his mind before — to buy her a love gift 
so that she will never leave him (134-5); in other words, he tries to pull her off Kundera’s motorcycle. 
Yuen needs a woman to appear as a doll, to look vulnerable, adorable and elegant. (7) Fleur matches 
his ideal image of the doll, who takes a predominantly backseat position.
Perhaps, a prostitute would better appreciate the fascination with fleeting beauty, but Fleur 
is the “prostitute” who wants to become a wife after meeting Twelfth Master. Since then, she cannot 
tolerate such fascination. Fleur is threatened by the modern scene, like Baudelaire’s poet in “Loss of 
a Halo”; she tells Chor that the streets are too crowded when she is wandering through the Western 
District of the 80s. In her time, there were very few motorcars — it is horrifying to her that she is hit 
by cars five or six times when walking here and there. (74) She refuses to engage in the modern world 
(155; 179) and cannot take pleasure in her wandering. If only she could learn to be a modern artist, 
who, as Baudelaire suggests, “[places] the shock experience at the very centre his artistic work.”31 
Transience is always the missed encounter in modern world; this launches a desire to represent the 
misencounter. Fleur is not a modern artist, she is a ghost, but is only ghostly in appearance. Chor, 
in fact, is more “ghostly” than Fleur, since she is also “ghostly” in character. Interestingly, Chor is 
jealous of Yuen’s attitude towards Fleur. She once deliberately initiates a quarrel with Yuen, stating 
“a wife is no better than a concubine; a concubine is no better than a prostitute; a prostitute is no 
better than a clandestine love affair; a clandestine one is no better than an unsuccessful one.” (88) 
Her jealousy suggests that she is not as modern as we might at first have supposed.
Chor’s jealousy assures Yuen that she is under his control. Still, he is not at all pleased when 
Chor is “tamed,” and becomes too predictable. (121) Yuen’s conflicted response to Chor reflects his 
ambivalence towards modernity: Fleur is fascinating to Yuen because she is a prostitute who turns 
out to be loyal to Twelfth Master, and because she is a ghost that is uncharacteristically visible/
31 Walter Benjamin, Charles Baudelaire, 117. Constantin Guys was read by Baudelaire as “the painter of modern 
life”: “how he stabs away with his pencil, his pen, his brush”, praises Baudelaire, “how he spurts water from 
his glass to the ceiling and tries his pen on his shirt; how he pursues his work swiftly and intensely, as though 
afraid that his images might escape him […]”. Benjamin quotes from Baudelaire; see Charles Baudelaire, 118.
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predictable. At this point, it is interesting to compare Yuen with Twelfth Master. Twelfth Master is 
more modern in a superficial sense since he refuses to be trapped by conventionally stable love. The 
character of his affection for Fleur can be summarized in a pair of scrolls, given to her at the outset of 
their relationship, whose dedication casts the heroine “dream-like as an imagined moon; hesitant as 
a falling flower” (如夢如幻月，若即若離花). His love for Fleur, these scrolls suggest, has put him 
into a dream-like state in which he drifts between tenderness and aloofness. On another occasion 
Twelfth Master projects onto Fleur the character of lust, perhaps as a result of her youthful beauty 
when they first met. Such (skin-deep) beauty, he finds, gives him freedom from the burden of love. 
Dying for love implies an allegiance to the (stable) love relationship even after life; yet the beauty 
of modern love, for Twelfth Master, is that it cannot be “tamed.” Love must wander and not attach 
itself to any single subject for fear that it might rebel against restriction and kill the love object, 
as is the case in Carmen. (189-91) Twelfth Master may have the ability to appreciate the fleeting 
beauty of modernity; however, he might not have the strength to exercise proper command over his 
seemingly never-ending quest for love; Twelfth Master fails to qualify, therefore, as a modern artist of 
Cantonese opera, and continues to fail, even, as an artist in his later exploits with the film industry. 
(In both the novel and the film, Twelfth Master, when he was with Fleur, wanted to be an artist of 
Cantonese opera; he goes on to find employment as a film extra after abandoning her.)
Going back to Yuen, in the novel Yuen asks himself what might have happened if Fleur 
had not proposed to Twelfth Master their meeting at the Flower House — and what if he had not 
returned to the Flower House? (110) To him, the third day of March is fatal (111); their love journey 
is terminal. Although Yuen is a modern figure, his name, Wing Ding, in Chinese, “永定,” means 
eternal stability. He is a person with a deep fear of change who leaves no room for coincidence. He 
should read Baudelaire’s “À une passante” (“To a Passer-by”) and learn to read “love at last sight”32 in 
a modern light so that he can appreciate the beauty of speed. Such speed may result in frustration; 
however, without such (activating) frustration, there can only be stagnation. The beauty of speed is 
the erotic(s) of the transience.33 Modernity works against fate — it opens up unlimited possibilities 
for encountering such erotic pleasure. Yuen’s narration of Fleur in the novel is an attempt to subdue 
her. However, what is eternal in modernity is ungraspable, transient, “like a dream and the illusionary 
moon” (如夢如幻月, my translation). On any journey into modernity, the past is destined to be 
buried. Nevertheless, it does not mean that we should read “love at last sight” in a nostalgic sense. In 
Yuen’s dealings with Fleur and Chor he runs the risk of idealizing the past and devaluing the present. 
Both Yuen and Master Twelfth are able only to interpret Fleur in part: the former focusing on 
her everlasting aspect in love; the latter her fleeting appearance. She should have cultivated herself 
32 Benjamin writes, “The delight of the city-dweller is not so much love at first sight as love at last sight.” See 
Benjamin, Charles Baudelaire, 45.
33 See Jeremy Tambling, Re:Verse: Turning Towards Poetry (Harlow and New York : Pearson Longman, 2007), 
133-6. 
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as a modern artist in order to learn the dialectics of modernity as suggested by Baudelaire: “[m]
odernity is the transient, the fleeting, the contingent; it is one half of art, the other being the eternal 
and the immovable.”34
3. The Ghostly Prostitute in a “Prostituted” City
Fleur, even as she looks for everlasting love, remains a prostitute; her name suggests that she 
is like a flower that will not wither. Twelfth Master only “prostitutes” his loyalty to Fleur in order 
that he might survive in Hong Kong; he ages prematurely and subsists in the age of modernity like 
a living corpse. Is it necessary, we might wonder, for a modern subject to follow Master Twelfth’s 
example of survival? Ironically, Fleur, a prostitute, leaves behind this modern/”prostituted” city. She 
prefers hell, a place with memory, over capitalist modernity. In hell Fleur can meet the late film 
stars whom Chor never can. (175-7) From an anthropological point of view, hell may therefore be 
considered more interesting than the modern world. The fate of her afterlife in 1980s Hong Kong 
hinges on an anachronistic association between the ghost prostitute and the prostituted city. This 
section discusses the cultural and political implications of such anachronisms.
She thought that Twelfth Master’s love for her would be at least as enduring as the rouge case; 
in fact, this is only her wishful thinking; she finally returns the case to him in the 80s. The rouge 
case serves as a Freudian fetish object to Fleur through fifty years. It is never a fetishistic commodity 
that alienates a thing, a place or relationships between human beings35; a commodity has a life of its 
own, and human beings are reified — their existence depends upon an exchange value. Going back 
to the 30s, love as regarded by Twelfth Master’s family only existed as a commodity, in exchange for 
substitute values. Fleur was not valuable to his family because as a commodity herself she was too 
readily exchangeable (when compared with a virgin). Fleur was required to be a wife for his family, 
not the wife of Twelfth Master alone; ironically, an arranged marriage turns a virgin, who was in fact 
faithful to the family, into a “prostitute”. (By the time that Fleur and Twelfth Master are in love, his 
family has arranged a virgin called Suk Yin 淑賢 — which in Chinese means self-cultivated and well-
mannered — to be his wife.) The life of Twelfth Master does not belong to him — his name, Chen 
Pong (振邦), implies that he was born to strengthen Chan’s family. His wife’s value, and his own, 
are not of any concern to his family. For Marx, exchange value is mystical — it does not exist if a 
“thing” does not enter the commodity market. Such a market, then, becomes “a spiritualist séance.”36 
34 Charles Baudelaire, “The Painter of Modern Life,” in Baudelaire: Selected Writings on Art and Artists, trans. 
P.E. Charvet (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1972), 403. 
35 On alienation, see Karl Marx, “Economic and Political Manuscripts,” in Early Writings, trans. Rodney 
Livingstone and Gregor Benton (London: Penguin, 1992), 322-34; on commodity fetishism, see Karl Marx, 
Capital, trans. Ben Fowkes (London: Penguin and New Left Review, 1976), 163-77.
36 Marx uses a table as an example to discuss the strangeness of the commodity market. On this, Derrida writes, 
“Is it just chance that he illustrates the principle of his explanation by causing a table to turn? Or rather by 
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Once the thing comes on “stage” in the market, the exchange value haunts it; its specter is at work 
in the use value.37 The relationship between commodities which depend upon such a phantom 
is “phantasmagoric.” A virgin becomes a commodity for sale in a “marriage market”; and such 
marriage becomes a “phantomistic” one. A thing directly satisfies human need and gives sensuous 
pleasure; a commodity transcends sensuousness and becomes a strange thing which “renders the 
non-sensuous sensuous.” (189) Phantasmagoric commodities reify human beings and, above all, the 
ability to love. Such a phantasmagoric world is more “ghostly” than Fleur’s anthropological hell. She 
commits suicide at the beginning of Rouge in 1930s Hong Kong and “leaves” behind the metropolis 
of the 80s at the film’s end; the commodified world thus abandons her twice.
Can a place haunted by phantasmagoric commodities be “exorcised” by Fleur, a ghost who to 
Marx, perhaps, loves something in the most “ordinary” sense? Marx writes, ‘Riches (use-value) are 
the attributes of man, value is the attribute of commodities. A man or a community is rich, a pearl 
or a diamond is valuable […] A pearl or a diamond is valuable as a peal or diamond.’38 Hong Kong 
must be a seen as a rich community, instead of a city of only “metaphysical subtleties and theological 
niceties” (163); otherwise, Hong Kong becomes an “alienated” and “haunted” city in Marx’s sense. 
And the “restoration” of the use value is tragically “hauntological” if we take a Derridean approach.39 
Fleur’s and her time can only be romanticized by Yuen.
In the context of contemporary Hong Kong, the horror of modernity is not the result of 
modern speed and the commodified market alone, but of the co-optation of global neoliberalism 
and the Chinese “communist” dictatorship. (It is ridiculous to observe that the latter appropriates 
market economy to cement its political control; and the success of market economy depends upon 
the Chinese “communist” dictatorship.40) Let’s use Marx’s analysis of the modern spirit driven by 
the bourgeoisie to begin this discussion. To Marx, as read by Marshall Berman, one achievement of 
the bourgeoisie “has been to liberate the human capacity and drive for development: for permanent 
change, for perpetual upheaval and renewal in every mode of personal and social life.”41 The irony 
recalling the apparition of a turning table? See Derrida, Specters of Marx, 186. The translator, Peggy Kamuf, 
writes, “In French, ‘une table tournante’ refers most often to the spiritualist séance.” (241, fn17)
37 On this, see Derrida, Specters of Marx, 188-9.
38 Karl Marx, Capital, 177.
39 See Derrida, Specters of Marx, 10, 202. 
40 On neoliberalism in China, see David Harvey, “Neoliberalism ‘with Chinese Characteristics’,” A Brief History 
of Neoliberalism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 120-51; Wang Hui, “The Year 1989 and the 
Historical Roots of Neoliberalism in China,” in The End of the Revolution: China and the Limits of Modernity 
(London: Verso, 2009); Wang Hui, China’s New Order, ed. Theodore Huters (Cambridge, Massachusetts: 
Harvard University Press, 2003). In its preface, Theodore Huters writes, “Wang Hui has been a leading figure 
in the contentious discourse within China over the relationship between the changes that have taken place in 
post-Mao China and the force of global capitalism.’ (5) Wang writes, “The creation of today’s market society 
was not the result of a sequence of spontaneous events, but rather of state interference and violence.” (65)
41 Marshall Berman, All That Is Solid Melts Into Air (New York: Penguin, 1988), 94.
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is that “the bourgeoisie is forced to close itself off from its richest possibilities” (93) by occupying 
themselves in making money and accumulating capital; in a word, they are possessed by possession. 
In the 80s, “stability and prosperity” seemed to be the panacea for Hong Kong with the approach 
of 1997. Deng Xiaoping comforted Hongkongers by saying that “horse racing and dancing 
would continue to be prominent fixtures in Hong Kong for 50 years after 1997.” Deng appears 
to understand perfectly the neoliberal tendency in Hong Kong in the 80s and beyond; in others 
words, Hong Kong has existed as a place for phantasmagoric consumption. It is always already a 
“prostituted” city if we follow Benjamin’s discussion of nineteenth-century Paris. Worse still, now 
the slogan “stability and prosperity” serves as an excuse for the PRC to impose its political, economic 
and cultural suppression. In this sense, Hong Kong is a “prostituted wife” arranged in neoliberalism 
with “Chinese characters”: by consuming such a “wife,” neoliberalism depends upon authoritarian 
power to achieve its capitalist end, and the latter cements its power with monetary capital. The spirit 
of modernity is “exorcised” by co-optation.
4. From a Neighborhood Arcade to a Giant Transnational Corporate “Brothel”
This section continues the discussion of capitalized modernity, which, paradoxically, has 
become all the more serious with the return of Hong Kong to the PRC. This insinuates a yet more 
anachronistic association between the ghost prostitute and the prostituted city — between past and 
present. Fleur, a spirit belonging to the 1930s, appears in the Western District of the 1980s. Her 
“existence” is only the persistence of memory and constitutes a bodiless/traceless existence. Her time 
has passed; her living place has been buried; the image of her lover, shattered. The Tai Ping Theatre 
太平戲院, which she often frequented, has turned into Tai Ping Shopping Arcade 太平購物商
場; the modern Western District is not her Western District. She cannot apply to any locality its 
local or current name.42 To her, the modern world is empty. She is fixated on the past and suffers 
from reminiscences.43 Fleur is unable to get herself up to speed and feels disassociated from her 
modern locale and Twelfth Master in his contemporary state. Above all, she is fixated by traumatic 
experience. But this trauma is different from Freudian trauma:44 she cannot bear witness to the 
surviving Twelfth Master. 
She is not a modern heroine, but a modern victim worse than Mrs. Dalloway. The traces 
42 This point is indebted to Appadurai. He says, “[…] [L]ocality is materially produced.” See Arjun Appadurai, 
Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimension of Globalization (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996), 
180. 
43 Freud and Breur’s claim that “Hysterics suffer mainly from reminiscences.” See Josef Breur and Sigmund Freud, 
Studies on Hysteria, Penguin Freud Library 3, ed. and trans. James and Alix Strachey (London: Penguin, 
1991), 58.
44 For Freud’s discussion of trauma, see Beyond the Pleasure Principle, in On Metapsychology, Penguin Freud 
Library 11, ed. and trans. James Strachey, (London: Penguin, 1991), 275-338.
• 102 •          Journal of Modern Literature in Chinese
of the past are still left in London to reawaken Mrs. Dalloway’s forgotten memory while walking 
the streets of London. Fleur’s situation is even worse than that of the modern woman (as described 
by Janet Woolf ) who cannot walk freely in the modern world since remains the domain of men.45 
Indeed, even if she were a man, such space would not belong to Fleur, who has been abandoned by 
modernity. There are two things that attach Fleur to the past: Twelfth Master and the rouge case. 
His betrayal, which she in the end discovers, allows her to see that keeping the case would be a sham 
since nothing of their past can be changed. Her returning of the case to Twelfth Master and then 
walking away marks a revenge in the style of the Freudian fortda game where the abandoned infant 
says: “All right, then, go away! I don’t need you. I’m sending you away myself.”46 Revenge becomes 
her false redemption.47 
Although Tai Ping (literally: “peaceful”) Shopping Arcade as it stands in the 80s is uncanny 
to Fleur, it is still a local arcade, a benign place that simply serves the neighborhood. The name of 
this shopping arcade might still contain the suggestion, to Fleur, of the previous Tai Ping Theatre 
in situ. Hence, when Fleur is walking along the pavement in front of Tai Ping Shopping Arcade, a 
Cantonese opera scene is reflected on a shop window, suggesting that the spectral memory attached 
to the Theatre can still be readily conjured up for her. And while the replacement of the Flower House 
by a kindergarten strikes Fleur as novel and amusing, the transition of the Theatre’s is devastating. 
She is lonely; but that feeling of isolation does not compare to what she might encounter in the 
imagined scenario of her return in 2003; in this period she would be even more desperate when 
the underground railway is extended into the Western District. Tai Ping will most likely become 
a “generic”48 shopping mall with a more global name; in other words, it will be turned into a 
“transnational space”49; as a result, the Western District will be “globally connected, but locally 
45 Janet Wolff, “The Invisible Flâneuse: Women and the Literature of Modernity”, in Feminine Sentences: Essays 
on Women and Culture (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1990), 34-50.
46 Sigmund Freud, Beyond the Pleasure Principle,” in On Metapsychology, Penguin Freud Library, vol. 11, trans. 
and ed. James Strachey (London: Penguin, 1991), 285.
47 Zarathustra says, “To redeem those who lived in the past and to recreate all ‘it was’ into ‘thus I willed it’ — 
that alone should I call redemption. […] Powerless against what has been done, he is an angry spectator of 
all that is past. …” See Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra, in The Portable Nietzsche, ed. and trans. 
Walter Kaufmann (London: Penguin, 1976), 251.
48 Koolhaas, “The Generic City”, in Internationalizing Cultural Studies: An Anthology, eds. Ackbar Abbas and 
John Nguyet Erni (Malden, MA: Blackwell Pub., 2005). To him, the Generic City is “the city liberated from 
the captivity of center, from the straitjacket of identity. The Generic City breaks with this destructive cycle of 
dependency: it is nothing but a reflection of present need and present ability. It is the city without history. It 
is big enough for everybody. It is easy. It does not need maintenance. If it gets too small it just expands. If it 
gets old it just self-destructs and renews. It is equally exciting — or unexciting — everywhere. It is ‘superficial’ 
— like a Hollywood studio lot, it can produce a new identity every Monday morning.” (639)
49 A term used by King and Kusno to describe the contemporary major cities of China. See Anthony D. 
King and Abidin Kusno, “On Be(ij)ing in the World: ‘Postmodernism,’ ‘Globalization,’ and the Making of 
Transnational Space in China,” in Postmodernism and China, eds. Arif Dirlik and Xudong Zhang (Durham 
and London: Duke University Press, 2000).
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disconnected.”50  It can be predicted that the mainland tourists will become the target customers. 
It will no longer be peaceful or unique since the heterogeneity of locality will soon be harmonized/
homogenized by the co-optation discussed above. The whole neighborhood will be uprooted. This 
can be inferred from Dung Kai-cheung’s 董啟章 novel, Atlas: The Archaeology of an Imaginary City 
地圖集：一個想像的城市考古學 (1997)51 and the cultural geography of Canton Road 廣東道 
after 2003. Dung’s Atlas, as introduced by him, 
was written and published in 1997, in the year the colony of Hong Kong was returned 
by its British rulers to become a Special Administrative Region under Chinese sovereignty. 
Nevertheless [he] chose not to write directly about the event or the contemporary situation in 
the narrow sense. The perspective was set in an unknown future time but with a retrospective, 
archaeological orientation, inquiring into the origin and the long-lost past of the city. The city 
is supposed to have vanished, and efforts are made by scholars to re-create its history through 
imaginative readings of maps and documents unearthed only recently. The city is literally 
rebuilt by relics and fragments, casting a shadow on the question of reality and authenticity and 
in turn making way for the introduction of fiction into the process of history making. (xii-xiii)
When the city in the novel appears to have vanished, one of the critical means of reading the 
city becomes the map. When more and more simplified Chinese characters are seen in Hong Kong 
and in its tourist maps, Hong Kong is itself “simplified” and “reduced” to a tourist map, “possessed” 
by the mainlanders. Here we may usefully draw upon a chapter (“The Travel of Numbers”) in 
Dung’s Atlas.  In this chapter a note is written by a person who had travelled by plane to the interior 
of a desert to take part in an urban restoration tour. The following is a fragment from the note: “[w]
e came to a profound realization that this was a city that belonged completely to tourists, and, for 
this reason, we were also in the end obliged to leave bearing with us the tourist’s easily satisfied greed 
and quickly exhausted curiosity” (147). Heterogeneous living space here is unrepresented/buried in 
a tourist’s shopping map. An economic reading of Hong Kong’s past is left to posterity, and can only 
survive economically; other aspects of this (spectacular) society soon become spectral.
Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) almost destroyed Hong Kong in 2003. After 
that, Canton Road was “colonized” by global “luxury” brands and “prostituted” by the shoppers 
of mainland China; in other words, it sold itself out to these brands and their patrons for survival. 
The activity of these shoppers is a kind of “fighting for a bloody end” (shopping in English puns 
on a noun phrase in Putonghua xuèpīn “血拼”). Their shopping is violent, if not barbaric. Canton 
50 See Manuel Castells, “The Space of Flows,” The Castells Reader on Cities and Social Theory, ed. Ida Susser 
(Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2002), 314-66. He says, “[…] [W]hat is most significant about mega-cities is that 
they are connected externally to global networks and to segments of their own countries, while internally 
disconnecting local populations that are either functionally unnecessary or socially disruptive.” (337)
51 Dung Kai-cheung 董啟章, Atlas: The Archaeology of an Imaginary City, trans. Dung Kai-cheung, Anders 
Hansson and Bonnie S. McDougall (New York: Columbia University Press, 2011).
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Road is the quintessential example of how neoliberalism with Chinese characters completely turns 
an “anthropological place” into a “non-place”.52 The former is the site of everyday lived experience 
“formed by individual identities, through complicities of language, local references, the unformulated 
rules of living know-how.” (101) The latter “cannot be defined as relational, or historical, or 
concerned with identity.” (77-8) Those in the latter category are dislocated/anachronistic “users” 
instead of “inhabitants.”53 The brothels “relocate” from Shek Tong Tsui — a famous red-light district 
in Fleur’s time — to Canton Road, which while it looks more animated (even phantasmagoric) 
is really “debased.” 2003 marked the year in which the PRC began, apparently, to take control of 
Hong Kong socially, culturally and economically. In the novel, both Chor and Yuen (of the 1980s) 
conjecture that after 1997, everything will return to the state that they were in fifty years earlier. 
(74-5) What they say is inverse to reality. In actual fact, the Chinese government strove to maintain 
Hong Kong’s “prosperity and stability” in order to demonstrate the success of “ONE COUNTRY 
and two systems.” Hong Kong became like the (“prostitute”) wife required by the family of Twelfth 
Master. The place became monotone, as it began to be (re)presented through Chinese characters, 
and its original/unique “psychogeographical contours” were erased. The recent inclusion of the word 
“Hongkongers” in the OED, then, is timely: “[a]nything about which one knows that one soon will 
not have it around becomes [a written] image.”54
Fleur is a prostitute but money cannot buy her entire person. Let us imagine that Fleur came 
back to the world after 2003, instead of 1984, and walked along Canton Road. She would realize 
that Twelfth Master was not the only person who had betrayed her. Contemporary Hong Kong as 
a whole has become a transnational corporate “brothel” under the capitalists and the authoritarian 
regime. Fleur would not find people like Yuen and Chor to help her; drifting in this cityscape would 
be an impossibility, and she would likely give up her hunt for Twelfth Master. 2003, coincidentally, 
was the year in which Leslie Cheung 張國榮 (who plays Twelfth Master) and Anita Mui 梅艷芳 
(Fleur) both died.
5. The Diva as the Ghostly Cultural Guide
Twelfth Master survives after Fleur’s suicide in Rouge but Anita Mui does not live very long 
52 See Marc Augé, “Anthropological Place’”, in Non-Places: Introduction to an Anthropology of Supermodernity 
(London and New York : Verso, 1995).
53 On the difference between “users” and “inhabitants” Herman Hertzberger writes, “The more responsibility 
users have for an area — and consequently the more influence they can exert on it — the more care and love 
they will be prepared to invest in it. And the more suitable the area is for their own specific uses the more 
they will appropriate it. Thus users become inhabitants.” See Herman Hertzberger, “The Public Realm” from 
Architecture and Urbanism (1991) in The City Cultures Reader, eds., Malcolm Miles et al. (London and New 
York: Routledge, 2000), 253.
54 See Benjamin, Charles Baudelaire, 87.
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after Leslie Cheung’s suicide in 2003. After singing “The Last Sublimity” 芳華絕代 (my translation), 
a Canton pop song, with Cheung in her second last concert Anita Mui Fantasy Gig 梅艷芳極夢
幻演唱會 (2002), she tells the audience that she considers Cheung to be the best friend she’s 
had throughout her career, and that she even regards him as a family member. This was their last 
performance together on stage. The colouration of Shek Tong Tsui as a red-light district 石塘風月 
is gone with the death of Fleur (151); and the title of Mui and Cheung’s last song seems to present 
the death of Hong Kong (pop music) as coterminous with their own deaths in 2003. The two local 
stars in the ghost story dispersed into spectral presences just like old Hong Kong. 
Rouge was made in 1988, and it is often claimed that the 80s were a golden age for Hong 
Kong film,55 as well as “Cantopop.” In fact, the Hong Kong film and music industries once served the 
whole Asian market and beyond. Since 2003, they have encountered difficulty without dependence 
on China market.56 When an audience growing up through the Hong Kong golden age re-reads 
Rouge (the film) after 2003, Fleur appears as the ghost (Mui) performing another ghost (Fleur)57 
through an equally ghostly medium (there are 24 frames a second — and the continuous image on 
the screen is, by it’s very nature, a series of after-images). Rouge can be seen, then, as the ghost “walk” 
depicting the growth/illumination of its protagonists (Fleur, Twelfth Master, 80s Chor and Yuen, 
Mui and Cheung). The spectral memory of their time in the 80s naturally comes back to haunt this 
audience. Yuen alludes to a kind of audience who read time in a reactionary sense, i.e. with nostalgia 
55 On this, we might usefully refer to David Bordwell’s Planet Hong Kong. In its preface, Bordwell writes, 
“During the 1980s, while writing about Hollywood cinema and film theory and the films of Yasujiro Ozu, 
I occasionally checked in on Hong Kong cinema. I caught a Jackie Chan here, a Tsui Hark there, and cable 
TV yielded up oddities like Shaolin Kung-Fu Mystagogue. The films appealed to me as “pure cinema,” 
popular fare that, like American Westerns and gangster movies of the 1930s, seemed to have an intuitive 
understanding of the kinetics of movies. Over these years, my old friend Tony Rayns saw to it that I was sent 
the annual catalogues of the Hong Kong International Film Festival, and so I came to learn something of 
this cinema’s history.” He continues, “The book also delineates Hong Kong’s significance for international 
popular filmmaking. How did cheap movies made in a distant outpost of the British Empire achieve broad 
international appeal, while European filmmakers bemoan their inability to reach even their own national 
audiences? How did Hong Kong filmmakers manage to create artful movies within the framework of modern 
entertainment? What can these films tell us about storytelling in a mass medium —its history and craft, its 
design features and emotional effects? Such questions inevitably lead us back to the unique achievements of 
Hong Kong cinema and to an assessment of the delights and the shortcomings of the films themselves.” See 
David Bordwell, Planet Hong Kong: Popular Cinema and the Art of Entertainment (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2000).
56 This became worse after the “Supplement II to the Mainland and Hong Kong Closer Economic Partnership 
Arrangement (CEPA III)” was signed on October 18, 2005. For details, see Trade and Industry Department, 
HKSAR, “Annex II: Supplements and Amendments II to the Mainland’s Specific Commitments on 
Liberalization of Trade in Services for Hong Kong,” Supplement II to CEPA (signed on October 18, 2005) 
(CEPA III), 5-6, accessed October 18, 2005,  http://www.tid.gov.hk/english/cepa/legaltext/cepa3.html. 
On the decline of the Hong Kong film industry, see Pang Laikwan 彭麗君, Huanghun weiwan: Hou jiuqi 
Xianggang dianying 黄昏未晚 : 後九七香港電影 [Sunset Not Yet: Post-1997 Hong Kong Cinema] (Hong Kong 
香港: The Chinese University of Hong Kong Press 香港中文大學出版社, 2010), 1-6.
57  This is indebted to Abbas’ discussion of Stanley Kwan’s Center Stage (1991), 46-7.
• 106 •          Journal of Modern Literature in Chinese
(which has a tendency to devalue the present). This audience will be more affected, in fact, by their 
work of mourning than Yuen in the 80s is. Their degree of idealization will be much more intense 
than Yuen’s, since they’ve seen no contemporary Cantopop stars in any way comparable with Mui 
and Cheung. The death of Mui and Cheung implies that only the Twelfth Master-like figures who 
act as extras, instead of film stars, remain in Hong Kong popular culture. What is lacking, to Lee 
Bik Wah, is an actor of sufficient quality to play Fleur or Twelfth Master. She mentions that Mui 
and Cheung were 23 and 30 respectively when Rouge was made. This means that they were at the 
beginning of their sublimity. No wonder Lee Bik Wah rejected all the requests for a remake of Rouge 
after the death of Cheung and Mui.58 Rouge has a cathartic effect on the nostalgic audience. 
This audience, like Yuen of the 80s, who mourns for a Fleur of the 1930s, has a tendency 
to walk back to the 80s in search of the booming Hong Kong film industry. Yet his/her hope of 
rediscovery is doomed to failure. Hong Kong film in the 80s is only retrospectively golden — and 
its glory is not truly remembered by the audience, but constructed in order to devalue the present. 
Golden age Hong Kong can only exist in the imagination. The “Hong Kong” of such an audience 
becomes the aging Twelfth Master, whereas the fascination with Mui and Cheung is contemporary 
and secures them a place in the present.  
It seems to me that the fascination of Rouge, after 2003, is “essentially” a fascination with 
(old) Hong Kong, if we follow Abbas. Its disappearing stars continue to haunt and illuminate. The 
film points to a lost generation that can never be witnessed. Yuen is fascinated by the idealized 
Fleur; and I, as a member of the audience after 2003, am reminded to mourn Anita Mui in an 
impossible way. She was described by the entertainment press as “diva of changes,” a name pointing 
to the protean character of her musical career. Mui grew up in “restless hybridity”59 in 1980s Hong 
Kong, which was also a border between China and the world — “a city between the worlds.”60 She 
is different, in a Baudelairean sense, from Fleur, who is continually in search of transient moments 
of eternal beauty. 1980s Hong Kong, with “the culture of disappearance,” was the ideal place for 
her. The cultural fascination of Hong Kong is its “ghostly”/“starry” significance. No one knows of 
the origin because no one was aware of it when it existed; the beauty of modernity always escapes 
representation. Modern artists are fascinated by it, and try to approach it, though each artistic 
representation is doomed to failure. Each repeated failure, however, builds momentum in the search 
for new methods of experimentation that might serve to capture modernity’s transient beauty. The 
spirit of modernity is eternal, and cannot be prostituted. (Paradoxically, Mui and Cheung both acted 
as prostitutes in Rouge and Farewell My Concubine 霸王別姬, respectively. Both characters are loyal 
to their art and their lovers.) Mui and Cheung seem the closest match, therefore, to Baudelaire’s 
conception of the modern artist. This, to me, qualifies their stardom. 
58 See her column in Apply Daily dated September 5, 2013. (in Chinese; translation is mine).
59 A term borrowed from Nikos Papastergiadis, “Restless Hybrids,” Third Text 9.32 (1995): 9-18.
60 Leo Ou-fan Lee, City Between Worlds: My Hong Kong (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2008).
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Such “ghostly modernity”, however, is now exorcized by the co-optation between neoliberalism 
and the Chinese “communist” dictatorship. Fleur could serve as our tour guide of 80s Hong Kong; 
Mui could serve as a ghostly cultural guide to the ghostly cityscape and the “spirits” of Hong Kong, 
which will be buried under “capitalism with Chinese characters.” Fleur’s beauty lies in her modern 
quality, as described by Baudelaire. She is a ghost dislocated in time and space. Mui’s stardom lies in 
her protean nature and ghostly appearance. And all grew up in Hong Kong, whose culture is always 
already one of translation and dis-location.61 
For fear of losing authoritarian control over Hong Kong the PRC has become obsessed with 
stabilizing the region in all aspects of life. It is not surprising, then, that ghost films are under strict 
censorship;62 ghosts, indeed, must be exorcized. Fleur can “come back” to Hong Kong in the 80s but 
“Cheung” and “Mui” might be “denied entry” in 2047, which would mark a Hong Kong fifty year 
unchanged after the transfer of sovereignty in 1997 (or perhaps much earlier). Mui and Cheung, 
one hopes, will still be shining, and will “keep watching over Hong Kong”63 in their own ghostly 
and displaced way. ※
61 To Abbas, culture is everywhere; then, “[t]he trick or strategy is not indeed to see outside culture but to see 
something other than what culture persuades or constrains us to see.” See Ackbar Abbas, “Cultural Studies 
in a Postculture,” in Disciplinarity and Dissent in Cultural Studies, eds. Cary Nelson and Dilip Parameshwar 
Gaonkar  (New York; London: Routledge, 1996), 294. Following his understanding of culture, it is always 
dis-located, hardly discernible. Such dis-location of culture, to him, implies the following: (1) it is not where 
we might expect it to be; (2) it is as fluid, elusive, and complex as the movements of desire; and (3) it is only 
possible to find resistances to culture within culture itself. (294-5) On this, it is important to distinguish 
between Hong Kong’s cultural survival and Hong Kong surviving culture. The latter is “living within the 
assumptions of what culture is and stubbornly defending it,” and “holding onto a cultural identity.” (311) 
The former suggests that (1) “[c]ultural texts [will be] valuable for cultural survival on condition that the old 
cultural myths do not survive in them”; (2) cultural studies should think in terms of dis-location, which is 
the transformation of place (such transformations are often indiscernible and hence challenge recognition); 
(3) it may be a matter of “changing the forms of attention, and seeing the importance of even decadent or 
degenerate cultural objects”; and (4) “a politics of the indiscernible” should be recognized. (311-2) 
62 According to the State Administration for Radio, Film and Television, the release of ghost films promotes 
superstition, and they cannot, therefore, be released in China. For the detailed guidelines about what is not 
permitted, under SARFT, in terms of violence and the supernatural, see Li Anlan, “Why scary Chinese movies 
are so scarce,” Shanghai Daily (October 31, 2012), accessed August 19, 2014, http://www.shanghaidaily.com/
feature/Why-scary-Chinese-movies-are-so-scarce/shdaily.shtml. 
63 It is alluded to a book by Yesi 也斯 and Inuhiko Yomota 四方田犬彥, Shouwang Xianggang: Xianggang — 
Dongjing wangfu shujian 守望香港 : 香港東京往復書簡 [Keep Watching over Hong Kong: Letters between 
Hong Kong and Tokyo] (Hong Kong: Oxford University Press, 2013). By the time the book was published, 
one of the authors has turned into a ghostly writer. Yomota writes an essay mourning the death of Leslie 
Cheung in Yazhou dianying de dazhong xiangxiangli 亞洲電影的大眾想象力 [Public Imagination of Asian 
Film]  (Tokyo: Seidosha, 2013), 236-9.
